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Pleasure is one of the most important parts of life. Yet we have 
very simplistic ideas about it. “Pleasure” has multiple 
meanings, this paper is about the main type of pleasure: the 
sensation itself. Felt pleasure ranges from the slightest 
pleasantness up to the most ecstatic pleasure. We have 
contradictory ideas about pleasure. Each of us depend on 
pleasure to live, while at the same time pleasure is widely 
scorned. I believe that the human capacity to feel pleasure is 
being squandered. I want to reframe the concept to better fit 
our circumstances. I draw on theoretical physics, decision¬ 
making, cognitive neuroscience, psychology, and philosophy. 

12 - Up to now, we have left pleasure mostly hidden or 
disguised in the goal-directed paradigm in which it emerged. 
Pleasure originated and continues as a tool for goal 
accomplishment. Even more broadly, all the phenomena of 
perception, sensation, memory, and cognition emerged in 
evolution as tools to efficiently accomplish goals. This started 
with the first perception/sensation billions of years ago, and 
continues up to our current elaborate situation. 
Perception/sensation and goals are symbiotic; one doesn’t exist 
without the other. Human thought and emotion is hard-wired to 
goals. We are fully immersed and enveloped in this goal- 
directed paradigm, even Zen and Dao are stuck with this. 

13 - Goals and goal-directed behavior emerged out of the laws 
of physics, as an efficient adaptation to entropy. 1 Goals 
facilitate the transfer of energy-rich resources toward the self. 
The sensation of pleasure is a guide and it is the confirmation. 
Goal accomplishment (or the planning or anticipation), gives us 
pleasure. The self 2 and all abilities emerged, and continue, in 
order to manage this process for each entity. We generally 
assume that consciousness, pleasure, goals, our sense of self, 
etc. appeared in a Cartesian miracle involving “spirit” or some 
another concept. But no, the cold empty truth is that ALL of 
our reality, including time itself 3 , is the result of the processes of 
thermodynamics. 

14 - The quantity and quality of subjective felt pleasure can be 
actively directed. This is the emergent human capability I write 
about here. We have evolved enough that we can address 
pleasure directly as a stand-alone concept. Technical aspects 
can be identified and utilized. We can examine the linkages to 
goals and independently trigger the pleasurable mechanisms to 
some extent. Pleasure is currently being channeled into 
gimmicks and gadgets. More dependable, equally robust 
pleasure can be produced. Simple, direct pleasure is possible. 
Complex intellectual narratives can increase felt pleasures and 
plan future ones. The key is to more clearly understand 
pleasure, and to figure out how to safely get more of it. 

15 - Pleasure is constructed in an individual’s brain and body. It 
occurs in the neural networks. Felt pleasure is a complex 
chemical-electrical series of interactions that the neurons 
perform. Pleasure is not over there in a goal or some situation, 
it is occurring in your physical head. Pleasure can only be felt 
in the present moment. Memories of pleasures or anticipation 
of pleasures, also, are only actually felt in the present moment. 
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Pleasure is usually fleeting because it’s purpose (now and since 
it’s birth) is to serve as a tool for goal accomplishment. Once 
the goal is perceived as “met”, felt pleasure surges then 
diminishes. This can be frustrating. Up to this point, we have 
left pleasure fused to, and dependent upon, goals. Generally, 
people arrange a steady stream of ambitious “worldly” goals to 
supply them enough pleasure. This is not the most efficient 
method for humans to get pleasure. 

16 - Science has determined that pleasure is a main feature of 
human emotions. The dimension of pleasant/unpleasant is one 
of the two core features of “affect” 4 . Affect is the subjective 
felt sense of our moment-to-moment situation. The other 
dimension of affect is “arousal”, and all felt emotion can be 
described using a level of pleasant/unpleasant and a level of 
arousal 5 . Each perception contains a level of 
pleasure/displeasure. In theory, a person could choose more 
pleasure directly. We are making ongoing cognitive appraisals 6 
to evaluate and cope with our circumstances. But unconscious 
or automatic thoughts and conclusions block our ability to see 
the dimension of pleasure/displeasure directly mainly because 
our mind is fixated on goal attainment. The interlocked system 
of perception/sensation and goal-direction has successfully 
evolved for eons and sophisticated responses have developed. 
Many unexamined cognitive memes 7 are well established; the 
memes automatically make and justify choices. Evaluations 
regarding usefulness dominate. Utility 8 is a cardinal goal. Our 
goal-directed natures demand that we have a full valid 
justification even for resting or doing nothing, usually along the 
lines of “getting ready to accomplish the next goal” or “living a 
long time”. Also, after we feel something, our mind usually 
explains any sensation solely as it relates to the various goals. 
This has worked efficiendy for the energy transfers, but we can 
only watch while pleasure runs through our metaphorical 
fingers. Probably the cruelest or most absurd scenario is when 
the pleasure of a certain goal was only illusory, and what we 
thought would give us pleasure doesn’t, or no longer does. 

17 - In human history so far, pleasure has been simplistically 
categorized as unwise, dangerous, or even evil. Often, only a 
tiny sip of pleasure is allowed, any more and you are going to 
hell. We try to deny we want pleasure, or we downplay our raw 
lust for pleasure, with cognitive evaluations which claim 
superiority. We feel the thrill of logic. We believe (with self- 
satisfied pleasure) that our pleasure choices are superior to 
other peoples’ pleasures. Yet humans feel a pleasing payoff 
from all kinds of “negative” situations, including: Drama, a 
comeuppance, a sharp critique, seeing opponents trounced, 
BDSM, or fully hating the despicable. We love to complain 
(me especially). Even those suffering from stark injustices 
angle for pleasure. Pain and discomfort look to pleasure for 
help. Pleasure is an integral part of life. 

18 - We face real dangers, but in our cognitive evaluations of 
those threats, frequently there is a conflation of pleasure with 
the threats. We wrongly say those threats cancel pleasure’s 
importance, or that pleasure itself is the danger. Pleasure is 
haunted by death, discomfort, weakness, confusion, ruination, 
poverty, fear, and pain. These threats must be specifically 
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managed. Ironically, many of us are pushed to the brink with 
our goals which in itself puts us in danger because we are 
dancing as fast as we can. The threats are real, even something 
as simple as just relaxing or being blissed out can put a person 
in a highly vulnerable and risky situation. These dangers can be 
faced directly. Danger is an enduring fact of existence in this 
entropic paradigm. However, at this point in human history, we 
each have a lot of personal agency we can use to manage these 
threats. Use the ordinary organization skills (that you use in 
everyday life) to protect yourself from each threat. It is an on¬ 
going process. Certainly we can carve out a spot to feel 
pleasure safely. 

119 - Sober reasoning makes for a pleasant life. 9 But reading 
that sentence probably won’t make it happen. To get more 
pleasure, an individual needs to spend time evaluating their own 
pleasures and the methods of attainment. While people can 
help and influence each other, the main work is individual 
because that is where the thoughts and sensations are located. 
Pleasure is a personal thing, which makes specific 
recommendations problematic. Think about where the pleasure 
comes from and try to get it more directly, use the triggers 
associated with the goal, independent of the goal, as much as 
possible. Point the goal-directed impulse toward pleasure itself. 
Over time, an individual can adjust their personal values or 
ethics, get new narratives, and develop new habits. With effort, 
we can establish, or change, recurrently firing neuronal 
networks in our own brain and body. We don’t need to re¬ 
invent pleasure, it is ancient and adept; it is one of the original 
tools. Sit still and think. Pleasure is right here. Get a piece of 
paper and jot some words to help you focus. 

1)10 -1 want to try to minimize confusion and the status quo 
that might result, so I will list a few things that I do: I workout 
regularly, the brief toiling is worth the steady aftermath of 
chemical pleasure. I have intense intellectual, artistic, and 
social situations that I have carefully chosen over time because 
they give me what I really want without unwanted side-effects. 

I meditated and did yoga on and off for decades until that 
“state” became operational and recurrent in my neural 
networks. I got the neurons to work for me - they tend to repeat 
a pattern once you get them going (which might take time). 

Our world offers us many options. But many are based on 
someone making money (energy) off it; they exploit our 
cognitive vulnerabilities, and then leave us “hungry”. I use the 
“offers” as clues, but I wait and see if I can think of something 
better for me. I also have periodically purposefully focused my 
own System 2 thinking 10 (my own Reflective Mind) 11 to 
discover new options. 

1111 - Humans haven’t actually thought much about pleasure 
due to the problems 1 mentioned above. There are numerous 
untapped narratives from which pleasure can flow. To give just 
one example: Often we see self-restraint as a limitation, 
thinking it has nothing to do with pleasure. There is pleasure to 
be found in developing forbearance, rather than “acting”, as 
most goals require. “Action” with it’s attention-getting ways, 
doesn’t always live up to the promise. Self-restraint is both an 
efficient way to live and has potential for far reaching 
consequences. Our modern technologies are concentrating 
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energy 12 for us but are also causing uncontrolled and undesired 
outcomes. We are causing the Sixth (Mass) Extinction 13 
because we aren’t considering the side-effects of our drive for 
the pleasure we get from our goals. Physical realities, 
including complex life forms, exist in systems that manage 
assorted “goldilocks” ranges of energy flows 14 . Many other 
systems can NOT survive the current levels of human energy 
transfers; our transporting of microbes, the chemical changes, 
or our high levels of entropy off-loading. Earth’s complex 
biological world deserves more respect, even the microscopic 
or invisible parts. The (silent) biological complexity and 
wisdom of these systems is important and should not be wiped 
out. I spend time constructing my pleasure delivery systems so 
that I am more self-contained, simplified, and not participating 
in the usual level of environmental damage. Less travel, plant- 
based diet, no pets, less action, declining invitations or 
opportunities, are a few of these choices. My goal is an overall, 
long-term, reduction in destructive impacts. I realize that a lot 
of environmental damage is out of my control, but I have to 
make personal choices either way. By attempting to shoulder 
my portion of responsibility for this, I miss out on some things, 
but surprisingly, overall it has made my life much more 
pleasurable. This self-restraint works for many things, not just 
my goal to preserve nature (the correct phrase is “allow nature 
to operate without my damaging interference”). Many times I 
just sit and “watch” or “listen” as my goal-producing mind 
invents one after the other plan or idea. To which I “say”, 
“we’ll see, keep working on it”. Waiting can itself be 
pleasurable. 

D 12 - A major part of happiness and well-being is a felt sense 
of pleasure, sometimes is it very calm and peaceful but it is 
pleasure none-the-less. Humans need plausible cognitive 
narratives about multiple goals to accomplish happiness. All 
meaningfulness is a subjective human production. 15 From a 
broader perspective our reasoning collapses into 
meaninglessness. Established systems of meaning which offer 
safety, identity, or everlasting comfort have no special status in 
this regard. Pleasure also suffers from the same ultimate 
pointlessness. But it is the best we have. Pleasure is 
evolution’s best gift to us. 


The citations refer to authors who developed those concepts. Please 
read their books. Many of the assertions I make about pleasure are 
mine, not theirs (blame me). If someone wants to help write, or co¬ 
write, a more detailed, fully cited paper or a book about this, please 
contact me. I have more explanatory content, specific citations, and 
ideas about research and practical applications. 
richardwrightll01@gmail.com 
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